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CRITICISMS AND DISCUSSIONS. 



WHAT IS A RELATION? 

Professor Royce says, Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sci- 
ences, Vol. I, p. 98, "In brief, a relation is a character that an object 
possesses as a member of a collection, and which would not belong 
to that object, were it not such a member." Again he says, "But 
in contrast with qualities, the relation in which any object stands 
are characters that are viewed as belonging to it when it is con- 
sidered with explicit reference to, that is, as in ideal or real com- 
pany with another object, or with several objects." 

Here we have the effort to define relation in terms of the object. 

The relation is a character of the object. The effort to find the 
relation in the object will be vague and therefore not illuminating. 
The object qua object has no relation. This explains much of the 
controversy about relations. When the test comes, relation, say 
causation, is shown to be not there. Let us illustrate with a sense- 
relation. The horse is tied to the post. The halter is the relation. 
If the halter is absorbed by the horse or the post, it is impossible 
to tie the horse to the post. This is why the billy-goat could not be 
shipped. "Boss, he dun eat up whar he is agwine." The sense- 
world demands that the relation be as genuine as the objects. Can 
logic meet this demand? I think not so long as we define relation 
in terms of the object. To make the relation a phase of the object 
is confusing and loses the relation. 

Louis Couturat in his chapter, "The Principles of Logic," En- 
cyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences, p. 170, seeks to define 
relations as belonging to propositions. The kinds of propositions 
will give the various kinds of relations. A relation, says Couturat, 
is a proposition having several terms ; or more exactly, since we 
ought to consider these terms as variables (empty places), which 
are not part of the relation, it is "a propositional function having 
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several variables." That a proposition embodies a relation is clear. 
Were there no relations there would be no propositions. The propo- 
sition is a statement of the relation existing between the fact and its 
type. The relation precedes the proposition. It is not a quality 
or function of the proposition, but makes possible the proposition. 
It would be better to say that the proposition is a function of the 
relation. We can have a false proposition. That is, a proposition 
that attempts to state a relation, but fails. The proposition is stated ; 
but the relation is not, and so the proposition fails. Propositions 
are the expression of relations in the mental sphere. Relations 
are objective as well as subjective. Objective relations, such as 
halters, affinities, laws, are not propositions. They are rather the 
content of many and varying propositions. 

The mental process appears to exhibit itself in words, in type- 
words, then in propositions. 

It would appear more exact to say that the proposition and the 
propositional function are illustrations of relations. They exhibit 
one kind of relation. They do not answer our question, What is a 
relation ? 

In the "Deduction of the Categories" Kant gives four classes. 
These four classes contain the elements of the knowing process. 
These elements are pure. That is, they belong wholly to the mind. 
The four are divided into two, the mathematical and the dynamical. 
First in the dynamical list comes Relation. And there are three re- 
lations: (1) Der Inharenz und Subsistenz; (2) Der Causalitat und 
Dependent; (3) Der Gemeinschaft. 

The third is, he says, the union of the first and second. Accord- 
ing to this account, relation is a category and categories are pure. 
They are the conditions of experience, never the product of expe- 
rience. They are the elements contributed by the mental sphere. 
And relation is a category. Kant would appear to support Couturat. 
I think it must be admitted that some relations are categories. Are 
there not others? Has Kant told the complete story? What shall 
we say to those good people who insist that the nature-process is 
not the thought-process ? Kant himself says the process of the Ding- 
an-sich is not the thought-process. How to relate the thought- 
process, the nature-process, and the process of the Ding-an-sich 
remains a problem to the doughtiest Kantian. 

Our question remains, What is a Relation? 

While the "Deduction" may not answer our question fully, it 
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does clear the nature of the problem. "Verbindung liegt aber nicht 
in dem Gegenstand." Take the simple example of the multiplication 
table. It does not lie in the object. No possible manipulation of 
apples can produce four. Cider, apple sauce, pies may be had, but 
never a four. No amount of wheat, nor kind of wheat has in itself 
the measuring quality. To discover the number of bushels in a 
pile of wheat is no part of the process of wheat life. The number 
of bushels is not wheat, but knowledge. It is correct knowledge. 
And this knowledge is in terms of bushels, not in terms of wheat. 
In this sphere it will be admitted, "Verbindung liegt nicht in dem 
Gegenstand." 

What is this relation ? Kant terms it Einheit der Apperzeption. 
He says this Einheit is a Grundsatz, and this Grundsatz is "Der 
oberste in der ganzen menschlichen Erkenntnis." 

Relation is an Einheit, that is, a state of unity. Relation is not 
a product, not an association, but a state of unity. This is substan- 
tial. Can we say anything more? Yes. This Einheit is transcen- 
dental. That is, not in any sense a product. It is original. And 
this according to Kant is as far as one can go. 

Is it possible to take a step beyond Kant? To end our search 
with the elusive, transcendental Einheit is not illuminating nor 
satisfactory. 

Let us consider. 

We wish an insight into the relation in terms of itself. Rela- 
tion is not the object. As object, the relation is denied. The mark 
of relation is expansiveness. Relation is not limits. This moment 
of negation is absorbed. The halter that holds the horse at the 
post is a sense-relation. It may be a foot in length or a mile. In 
each case it is a relation. The place of the horse is another relation. 
This place may be a pen, a farm, a county, a state, a world. In 
each case the horse is related as to place. 

It is this mark of quantity maintaining its identity in difference 
that is relation. The square of two is four. And yet two square 
is not four. The identity in essence is relation. We may now 
define relation as the schema by which the substance maintains its 
identity in varying forms. The one-many relation is the classic 
illustration. The one, which is quantity, maintains itself in the 
forms which are many. The quantity, one, has the quality of being 
itself in its other. 
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And so we come to the second definition of relation. It is the 
identity of quantity and quality. The quality here being the varying 
forms of the one quantity. 

Two things are important here. First, the relation is quantity. 
It is the one in the many. The quality here is a mark of the quan- 
tity. Secondly, the quality is because of its relation to the quantity. 
There is abundant illustration of this in theology, in morals, and 
social life. Forms come out of the one as source and must be 
imposed upon the many, if they are to have value. 

Kant makes relation a dynamical category. This made it im- 
possible to complete his research. In the end the category was for 
him a transcendental Einheit that escaped the utmost reach of 
knowledge. Had he seen that relation is quantity, he would have 
been more complete in his analysis. 

Relation is quantity. This quantity has the quality of main- 
taining itself in variety of form. So far our path is simple and 
clear. Qualities find themselves as related. 

Now comes the task. Qualities are not forms imposed upon 
the object by the one. They are in and of the object. They lie in 
the structure of the object, in its life. We now get a genuine dif- 
ference. The world is split into two kinds all the way down. We 
seem to lose the relation. 

This problem has tested the full might of the Western mind. 
The solution is modern civilization. The instrument is science. The 
list of schema created is impressive. Theory, law, cells, evolution, 
germs. 

These schema have a common purpose. They will maintain 
the relation in the presence of qualities, let these qualities vary as 
they will. 

At bottom this relation is quantity. This is the logical signifi- 
cance of the conscious effort of each science to state its findings in 
mathematical terms. 

At another time I hope to exhibit this movement of the Western 
mind to seize the relations in the changing world of life. It is the 
Logic of Science. 

H. H. Williams. 
University of North Carolina. 



